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ITAMBIC RHYTHM AND THE VERB-OBJECT CONSTRUCTION IN CHINESE 
Yuen Ren Chao 


If we take many common combinations of two syllables in Chinese 
the first of which looks like a verb and the second like a noun, 
the resulting form may or may not be a verb-object construction, 
Out of about 5000 dissyllabic combinations I have collected on the 
basis of their frequency and idiomatic importance, 326 are verb- 
noun combinations and have functions distributed as follows: 


Rhythm Function Example Meaning No. of cases 
Tambs: N ch ‘ao’-kuo! ‘frying pan’ 70 
V tiu!-1ien® ‘lose face’ 148 
A t‘ao”-yen* ‘invite disgust, —disagreeable’ 40 
Adv tao*-ti® ‘reach bottom,—after all’ 25 


Trochees: N tang*:p‘u ‘pawnshop’ 48 


(No V pao*:ytian ‘hold a grudge (against)’ 2 
adv ) 4 hun* + chang ‘mix-up accounts,—epithet of abuse’ 2 


We shall leave aside the question as to whether the classes of 
adjectives and adverbs could not finally be reduced to verbs. The 
most striking thing to note is that where the verb-noun combination 
is used as a verb-object construction, it is always in the iambic 
rhythm, that is, medium stress plus loud stress. Of the trochaic 
combinations, that is, loud stress plus weak stress with loss of 
tone (marked with a dot before the weak syllable), the only two 
cases of verb-noun used as verbs are pao’ -yiian ‘to hold a grudge 
(against)’ and i”-hsin ‘suspect heart,—to suspect’, both being 
transitive verbs, where the second syllable forms part of the verb. 
On the other hand, of the 148 iambic combinations used as verbs, 
139 are verb-object constructions and only 9 cases have optional 
transitive function. Thus in my list of 5000 common dissyllables, 


a verb-object construction is always an iamb, never a trochee. 
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It will now be interesting to look into the verb-noun combina- 
tions which form nouns. If we let V and N stand for the first and 
second syllables respectively, there seem to be the following types 
of constructions: 


1. N which V’s |. . N' with which to V the N 

2. N which is V-ed “" - 6. N' in which WN V’s 

3. N having to do with V-ing - N' in which there is V-ing of N 
4. Ni' which V’s the N . V-ing the N 


Cases of iambic and trochaie forms under the preceding classifica- 
tion are distributed as follows: No. of eases 


fei!-ch‘uan® ‘flying boat’ 13 
ch‘ao’-mi® ‘roast rice’ 14 
ch ‘ao’-kuo! ‘frying pan’ 18 
' ‘listen-to orders, —janitor’ 12 


Iambs: 


t‘ing*-ch‘ai 


w 


4 4 


. tai~-shu ‘stand-for numbers, —algebra’ 
. hsing”-chéng* ‘carry-out government,—executive affairs’ 


Fa 
2 
3 
4, 
Ss; t*iao”-kéng' ‘stir soup,—spoon’ 
6 
7 
8 


Trochees: p‘iao!-tai ‘floating belt,—streamer’ 
shao!: ping ‘pake cake,—a kind of biscuit’ 
suan**p ‘an ‘reckoning board, —abacus’ 


:: 
2. 
3. 
4, t*ien®-fang ‘refill the room,—second wife’ 
5. 

/ 6, 


a 
wo ort OoOwoenunao 


5. ohér ‘push needle, —thimble’ 
‘chiao ‘flying foot,—fast runner’ 


ting 
fei! 


In types 7 and 8, in which the verb-object construction is rela- 
tively more explicit, all cases come under the iambie rhythm and 
there are no trochees at all. It may turn out that type 8 need not 
be treated as nouns at all, 

The preceding is not offered as a new theorem about rhythm and 
the verb-object construction, but rather as a suggestion. toward a 
formal definition of grammatical constructions. It will no doubt 
take more than considerations of stress and tone to define the parts 
of speech of Chinese, but before parts of speech are defined in 
formal terms, all formal relations should be held in reserve for 
use in definitions before theorems that mean anything can be stated. 
Harvard University. . (april 3O, 1942) 





